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What Is the Use of Studying Ancient Literature? 


OD. Martiana 


What is the use of studying ancient literature? The question seems innocent, even well-meaning, 
as it allows that there is some use to the endeavor. And yet we ought to refuse it, because it falsely 
presumes that ancient literature makes up a category basically separate from modern literature— 
as if the latter had a more obvious, or necessarily different use. Of course, for some ‘traditionalists’, 
it is the modern that is suspect, and the ancient that is of definite value, but that only turns the 
same idea on its head. On both accounts, the actual contents of literature are secondary to the 
circumstance of what time it was composed in, and individual works (in all their idiosyncrasy) are 


treated only as representatives of their period. 


So long as ancient literature is preserved and handed down, it still speaks, and so it speaks to us. 
It may be difficult to hear it, to listen, to understand and take it to heart, but the same is true of 
modern authors, and often enough, even of our own thoughts. The fragmentary writings of 
antiquity, like the broken statue of Apollo in Rilke’s famous poem, make their own demands of 


us, which it would be reckless to ignore: 


ARCHAISCHER TORSO APOLLOS ARCHAIC TORSO OF APOLLO 
Wir kannten nicht sein unerhértes Haupt, We knew not his unheard-of head, 
darin die Augeniipfel reiften. Aber wherein the eyes’ apples ripened. But 
sein Torso gliiht noch wie ein Kandelaber, his torso still glows like a candelabrum, 
in dem sein Schauen, nur zuriickgeschraubt, in which his gaze, merely turned down, 


sich halt und glinzt. Sonst kénnte nicht der Bug _ lingers and shines. Otherwise, the bow’ of 


der Brust dich blenden, und im leisen Drehen his chest could not be blinding you, and in the quiet turn of 
der Lenden kénnte nicht ein Liacheln gehen his loins, there could not pass a smile 

zu jener Mitte, die die Zeugung trug. towards that center which bore reproduction. 

Sonst stiinde dieser Stein entstellt und kurz Otherwise, this stone would stand defaced and short 

unter der Schultern durchsichtigem Sturz beneath the shoulders’ diaphanous descent 

und flimmerte nicht so wie Raubtierfelle; and would not flicker like wild cats’ pelts;? 

und briche nicht aus allen seinen Randern nor would it burst out of all of its edges 

aus wie ein Stern: denn da ist keine Stelle, like a star: for there is not a spot 


die dich nicht sieht. Du musst dein Leben andern.' That does not see you. You must change your life. 


' Rainer Maria Rilke, Der neuen Gedichte anderer Teil, Insel-Verlag 1918, p. 1. The translation is mine. 
* A Bug is a ship’s bow. 
> Raubtier might be rendered as ‘predators’, but this is too generic, even as ‘wild cats’ is too narrow. Still, I use the 


latter because the particular Raubtiere meant here are great cats like panthers. 


